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Consultation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People in Early 
Childhood Education: The Impact of Colonial Discourses 
 
Abstract 
In Australian early years education, consultation and partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people is central to embedding Indigenous perspectives. Building sustained 
and reciprocal partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people supports access 
to local knowledges and perspectives to inform curriculum planning, as well as protocols and 
community processes, and contemporary responses to colonisation. Drawing on data from a 
doctoral study about embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives in early 
childhood education curricula, this paper examines interactional patterns in consultations 
between non-Indigenous early childhood educators and Indigenous people in real and 
supposed form. Data is read through whiteness studies literature and related critiques to 
identify how the educators positioned Indigenous people in interactional patterns and how the 
mobilisation of colonial discourses impacted the potential for reciprocity and sustained 
partnerships, despite the best of intentions. Colonial traces of positioning Indigenous people 
as informants, targeted resources or knowledge commissioners were shown to be most salient 
in interactional patterns. While these findings are contextualised within Australia, I suggest 
they have applicability in examining approaches to embedding Indigenous perspectives in 
education curricula in other colonising contexts such as Canada and New Zealand. 
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Australian early childhood education prioritises a commitment to recognising and responding 
to the histories and cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The before-
school sector, catering for children aged birth to five years, is particularly well-placed to 
build early foundations for Australian children to ‘understand and acknowledge the value of 
Indigenous cultures and possess the knowledge, skills and understanding to contribute to, and 
benefit from, reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians’ (Ministerial 
Council on Education, Employment Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) 2008, p. 8). 
This directive is outlined in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians (MCEETYA 2008) – an initiative that forms part of a broader government 
response to address Indigenous marginality and strengthen cultural inclusion in educational 
settings. In western contexts such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand, the participation, 
retention and achievement of Indigenous students has been a key equity priority in policy 
discourses for some time given that indigeneity and poverty are the strongest predictors of 
educational disadvantage (Keddie, Gowlett, Mills, Monk and Renshaw 2013). To counter 
western discourses that often focus on the actions and characteristics of Indigenousi 
individuals, families and communities in relation to poor educational outcomes, this paper 
considers how non-Indigenous educators mobilise colonial discourses to initiate and define 
boundaries for consultation and partnerships with Indigenous people in early childhood 
education. The findings show how the educators’ practices reinforced rather than reduced the 
impact of colonial discourses they sought to disrupt. 
In Australian early years settings, a commitment to recognising and responding to the 
histories and cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples translates as a broad 
suite of practices that underscore embedding Indigenous perspectives. Central to embedding 
processes is consultation and partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
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Partnerships support access to traditional learning, cultural and spiritual knowledge, protocols 
and community processes and responses from the Indigenous community about colonisation 
and current circumstances in Australian society (Department of Education and Training 2011; 
Dreise 2007). This knowledge can be used to inform the development of appropriate curricula 
and propel educators’ practices beyond tacit or ‘how to’ understandings about embedding 
processes (Kitson and Bowes 2010; Wilson 2008). Strong partnerships with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people are central to evaluating how well early years settings are 
embedding Indigenous perspectives across all components of early childhood education 
curricula. 
Directives around consultation in Australian early childhood education policy are 
somewhat indistinct. The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2009) for children aged birth to five years, and the National Quality Standard 
(NQS) (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) 2011) that 
sets benchmarks for quality in early childhood education and care, refer to consultation and 
partnership in the following ways: 
 
Educators … become co-learners with children, families and community, and value 
the continuity and richness of local knowledge shared by community members, 
including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elders. (Commonwealth of Australia 
2009, p. 13) 
 
The service … links with relevant community and support agencies (Element 6.3.1) 
… builds relationships and engages with their local community (Element 6.3.2). 




While the Early Years Learning Framework makes specific reference to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Elders, the NQS only implies inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in reference to ‘local community’. A recent critique of the NQS by the 
Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC) draws attention to the 
emphasis on raising awareness about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, rather 
than more detailed ideas and actions around engagement (SNAICC 2013). Further, there is 
currently no mechanism or tool provided to early childhood educators to evaluate their 
approach to consultation and how they build partnerships with Indigenous families, 
communities and organisations (SNAICC 2013). In detail, the Secretariat outlines how 
consultation and partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people requires: 
 
… an appreciation of their unique rights to participate in decisions as distinct cultural 
groups, their special place as original inhabitants of lands, and their shared histories of 
colonisation and disempowerment in public decision making … respectful 
partnerships is a prerequisite for a culturally safe and respected environment and must 
be embedded within the systems and approaches of non Indigenous agencies … 
Enacting this commitment requires partnerships: creating space for influence, 
participation and [the] knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
(SNAICC 2013, p. 10). 
 
This paper examines interactional patterns between non-Indigenous educators and Indigenous 
people to highlight how space for influence and participation can be impacted, dependent on 
the framing and approach employed. Examples of real and supposed forms of consultation 
are drawn from a doctoral study about embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
perspectives in early childhood education curricula in two urban childcare settings in 
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Queensland, Australia (see Miller 2013). Real forms of consultation did occur over the course 
of the study. Supposed forms of consultation were intended and discussed as part of 
embedding practices, but did not necessarily occur. In the analysis, I draw attention to the 
ways the educators mobilised colonial discourses in their talk, actions and inaction, and how 
this impacted the potential for reciprocity and sustained partnerships, even with the best of 
intentions. In line with concerns outlined by the SNAICC (2013), the findings support a need 
for more detailed ideas and actions around consultation and partnership in early childhood 
education policy, as well as mechanisms and tools that support non-Indigenous educators and 
settings to critically evaluate the approaches they employ. 
 
Consultation: The impact of colonial discourses 
Consultation and partnership between non-Indigenous early years settings and Indigenous 
people can take many forms, but do not always come easily. Simpson (2010) explains how 
partnerships and alliances are too often wrought with ‘cross-cultural misunderstandings, poor 
communication, stereotypes and racism’ (p. xiii). This includes issues around access to 
decision-making processes, opportunity for self-representation, and who is accorded what 
roles in interactional patterns (Kitson and Bowes 2010; McLaughlin, Whatman, Ross and 
Katona 2012). For example, a high degree of control over decision-making enables 
Indigenous people to establish their own boundaries for participation in early years settings. 
Self-representation also empowers Indigenous people to engage with early years settings 
from their own perspectives, and to shape how they wish to be known (Fleer 2004). To 
develop sustained and reciprocal partnerships, it is essential for non-Indigenous educators to 
question their motivation and approach, particularly in the early stages of consultation (Fleer 
2004; Santoro and Reid 2006). This includes questioning how they demonstrate preparedness 
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– listening, learning, unlearning and self-analysis – to support reciprocity in interactional 
patterns. 
In Australia, issues of racism stem from a colonial history. Australia remains a 
colonising context to the present day, meaning the sovereignty of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples has never been formally ceded (Chalmers 2005). The legal fiction of 
terra nullius – a colonial doctrine meaning ‘land belonging to no-one’ – provided a 
rationalisation for British colonisation and the invasion of Indigenous lands (Chalmers 2005). 
Phillips (2012) explains that since 1788, Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians have a 
shared history, with the same historical events shaping the development of both cultures. 
Stories about Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures are however separate, with dominant 
colonial narratives about heroic British explorers and pioneers producing simple binaries 
including settler/native and civilisation/savagery (Elder 2009). Colonial narratives are 
maintained and retold through events, ceremonies and national days, as well as mainstream 
institutions including the media and education. Due to a shared history of colonisation, all 
Australians have a relationship with Aboriginality (Phillips 2012). While the everyday 
realities of non-Indigenous Australians are shaped in relation with/to Indigenous Australia, 
this fact remains largely unrecognised or denied (Trees 1998). As Langton (1993) comments: 
 
The most dense relationship is not between actual people, but between white 
Australians and the symbols created by their predecessors. Australians do not know 
and relate to Aboriginal people. They relate to stories told by former colonists. (p. 33) 
 
The complex and continually evolving relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous 
Australia influences approaches to consultation and partnership, and embedding Indigenous 
perspectives more broadly. In present day Australia, colonialism is always retold and 
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recycled in conversations between white people (Langton 1993), although it is difficult for 
many to identify the ways racism and whiteness structure talk and actions, both in general 
society and educational spheres including early childhood education. Similar to other 
colonising contexts including Canada and the United States, the racial literacy of the majority 
of whites in Australia is low because many do not recognise subtle forms of racism that are 
prevalent in contemporary societies (Moreton-Robinson 1999, 2004). For many white people, 
there is no requirement to acknowledge a white status and related effects of whiteness in their 
everyday lives. As white cultural practices and values are centred in colonising contexts, this 
verifies to members of the dominant group that their lived experiences are ‘natural’ or 
‘normal’ (Frankenberg 1993). This is of consequence for the Australian teaching profession 
given that the majority identify as white, Anglo-Celtic and monolingual (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2008). While some educators demonstrate awareness about the influence of their 
cultural background on their thinking and practices, it is plausible that many are unaware of 
how they construct race and how colonial constructions including whiteness become 
organising principles for their daily activities and interactions in early years settings (Miller, 
Knowles and Grieshaber 2011). 
In interactional patterns between non-Indigenous educators and Indigenous people, 
historical traces of colonialism can result in harmful positionings of Indigenous people. These 
include as informants (Khan 2005), targeted resources (Gareau 2003) and knowledge 
commissioners (Walter 2011) in relation to accessing cultural knowledge. Historically, these 
positions related to the use of the term ‘informant’ to refer to Indigenous mentors of 
anthropologists. In more recent times, traces of colonialism can be present in the 
reconstruction of this role as Indigenous ‘consultants’, ‘partners’ or ‘co-curators’ (Crosby 
1997), dependent on the underlying intent and approach used to building a professional 
partnership. Harmful positionings of Indigenous people rely on the reproduction of colonial 
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discourses including duty and service (Furniss 2005). Duty and service have underscored 
paternalistic discourses throughout Australian history premised on the supposed protection of 
Aboriginal people as well as their assimilation into western society. In part, this occurred 
through force and coercion into roles such as labourers, stockman and domestics for non-
Indigenous land ‘holders’ and households (Elder 2009).  
In relation to education specifically, McLaughlin et al. (2012) identify how 
Indigenous people and organisations can be positioned as ‘the problem’ resistant to forming 
partnerships with non-Indigenous educational settings. In interactional patterns this occurs 
when there is limited recognition in non-Indigenous circles of how: 
 
Aboriginal [and Torres Strait Islander] communities have constantly met barriers 
within mainstream systems and Aboriginal cultural priorities have been largely 
discounted, ignored and undermined. If engagement seems difficult or time-
consuming, remember that history has not given Aboriginal communities and families 
much reason to walk forward confidently in partnership. (NSW Department of 
Community Services 2009, p. 25) 
 
Motivation for initiating contact and accessing support may also be reactive 
(MacNaughton and Hughes 2007). This translates as non-Indigenous educators initiating 
contact only when gaps in their own knowledge become apparent, or in response to new 
policy directives. Reactive forms of motivation can encourage an acquisitive approach to 
Indigenous knowledges, stories or ideas because Indigenous perspectives are accessed on a 
‘needs’ basis (Perey and Pike 2010) rather than being viewed as intrinsic to curriculum 
development. In this sense, non-Indigenous educators may attach relevance to Indigenous 
perspectives, but through a western schema that reinforces colonial ideals about what counts 
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as valid knowledge. This usually equates to a focus on art, music and dance – aspects of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures that are cherry-picked and commodified 
(Harrison and Greenfield 2011; Lampert 2012) because they are seen to be non-political and 
therefore ‘safe’ for educators, young children and parents, and because they align with how 
Indigeneity is understood and ‘accepted’ by the majority in broader society (Phillips 2012). In 
interactional patterns, considerations around the availability of Indigenous people and their 
existing commitments to Indigenous community are often overwritten by a demand for 
instant gratification and understanding by non-Indigenous educators (Yunkaporta 2009), with 
no guarantee of appropriate interpretation and re-representation in educational curricula. 
Assumptions about how knowledge is constructed, shared and ‘owned’ is another key 
concern in approaches to consultation and partnership. A western ideal of knowledge usually 
‘appropriate[s] other knowings’ (Dei and Doyle-Wood 2007, p. 658), with mainstream 
populations making claims about how people and societies can be ‘known’ and understood in 
universal terms. Universal beliefs are mistakenly believed to be available, teachable and 
owned by all (Nakata 2007). In interactional patterns, this can translate as observation or 
colonial gazing (Dodson 1994), whereby non-Indigenous people expect to absorb aspects of 
Indigenous cultures through simplistic forms of engagement. Western ideals of knowledge do 
not recognise or value the complex systems that govern Indigenous knowledges (Martin 
2009). This can translate as a ‘need’ for non-Indigenous educators to present the ‘right’ 
information and action culturally responsive practices, thus overshadowing an Indigenous 
person’s responsibilities with particular types of knowledge. As Jones (1999) explains, just 
because white educators wish to include Indigenous perspectives may not mean that the 
Indigenous people they invite to help them are in a position to share their experiences. Invited 
guests may also not wish to act in ways that benefit the ‘needs’ and desires of the dominant 
group only. Some forms of knowledge are not spoken and others are not suitable for certain 
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audiences (Irving 2003; Jones 1999). Indeed, it is presumptuous to assume Indigenous 
visitors have the type of cultural knowledge white educators desire (Jones 1999). Placing 
culturally-laden expectations and boundaries around the ways Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people can contribute within a setting is inappropriate and can inhibit rather than 
encourage participation (Grace and Trudgett 2012; Kitson and Bowes 2010). 
In the section following, inhibitors to consultation and partnership are identified 
through analysis of interactional patterns between non-Indigenous educators and Indigenous 
people in real and supposed form. Firstly, I outline the doctoral study from which the data is 
drawn, as well as the approach to analysis. 
 
The study 
This article draws data from a doctoral study undertaken in two urban childcare centres in 
Queensland, Australia. The study invited early childhood educators to participate in 
professional development in the form of an action research process around broad themes of 
culture and diversity. Participants comprised 22 early childhood educators from two long day 
care centres (Centres A and B). Centre A is a non-profit community based long day care 
centre, established in 1962. The centre caters for up to 60 children, aged birth to five years. A 
committee of elected parents oversees the management of the centre. Centre B is a for-profit, 
privately owned long day care centre. It was established in 1997 and has been operated by a 
childcare ‘chain’ since 2006. Centre B caters for up to 60 children aged birth to five years. 
 The participants, all non-Indigenous people, investigated a range of topics they related 
to broad themes of culture and diversity (e.g., embedding Indigenous perspectives, 
multilingualism, the role of Cultural Support Workers, sustainability). Twelve of the 22 
participants were involved directly in investigating embedding Indigenous perspectives. This 
was the one topic chosen by educators at both participating centres. The 12 participants were 
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employed in a range of professional roles, including directors, group leaders and childcare 
assistants. Their tenure ranged from full-time to part-time and casual. This paper focuses on 3 
of the 12 participants (Monica, Kylie and Leslie), all of whom were employed full-time and 
held the key leadership positions within the two centres, either as the director or centre-
designated ‘multicultural officer’. As the lead researcher and co-participant in the study, I 
also identify as non-Indigenous. The characteristics of the participant group (non-Indigenous) 
and the topic under investigation (themes of culture and diversity) invite questions about our 
complicity in mobilising whiteness and racism despite a focus on anti-racist/anti-bias 
curricula, as well as silences around identifying the presence of whiteness and racism in our 
collective work. I acknowledge that in all stages of the study (development, implementation, 
analysis and reporting) there are likely silences that remain/ed unheard because of the 
“comfortable territory” (Mazzei, 2007, p. 633) of an all-white participant group and research 
sites shaped on white terms. I address this to some degree below in relation to the selection of 
scholarship to support data analysis. 
 Data were collected over a period of 10 months at Centre A and five months at Centre 
B during 2009-2010. Forms of data collected included: everyday conversations that took 
place in hallways, classrooms and coffee shops; communal journals, semi-structured 
interviews completed toward the end of the project; photographs; inventories of resources; 
and, action plans. Analysis of the data set involved coding, categorisation and the 
development of four broad themes (embedding Indigenous perspectives; relationships with 
Indigenous people; the Australian context; and researcher talk) that were re-read to ask 
further questions about the data set (Miles and Huberman 1994); for example, how racialising 
practices mediated interactional patterns.  
 Data around consultation were also re-read using Ahmed’s (2004, 2012) theorising of 
whiteness and racism as a form of ‘doing’, and as an organising principle for orienting 
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diversity work in institutional spaces. In this sense, Ahmed’s scholarship provided entry 
points for examining racialising practices as forms of positive action as well as inaction, in 
the educators’ work. This orientation enabled insights into how colonial discourses including 
the positioning of Indigenous people as informants, targeted resources and knowledge 
commissioners were used as organising principles during the action research process, even 
when the educators’ work was seen to be high quality, productive and inclusive. Dampier 
(2008) describes this process as the intention to re-read data ‘against the grain’ (p. 368). In 
this study, the intent to read the data against the grain bought into focus racialising processes 
always present in diversity work, whether recognised or not. 
 Data extracts related to initiating contact, questioning motivation, and defining 
boundaries for participation provide the focus for analysis in this paper. I acknowledge that 
the selective presentation of data limits what can be said about consultation between non-
Indigenous educators and Indigenous people and organisations. These relationships are 
contextual and complex, and are shaped by both non-Indigenous and Indigenous people in a 
range of ways over time. 
 
Initiating contact 
At the two participating childcare centres, uncertainty about who to approach and previous 
unsuccessful attempts influenced when, how and if educators initiated contact with local 
Indigenous people. Despite uncertainty, the educators spoke about wanting and ‘needing’ to 
initiate contact to support goals that included accessing cultural information for staff and 
developing appropriate learning experiences for children. In this example, contact with a 
local Aboriginal and Islander state school was considered by Monica, the director at Centre 
B. Monica’s talk about connecting with the school shows contradictions between goals and 
actions, as seen in these excerpts from one conversation. 
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We have been trying to get someone to come down and talk to staff. I went to an 
[event] recently and spoke to Aunty Eileen. She’s Aboriginal background and she 
said, ‘Just persist because they are busy people’, and I said, ‘We’d like someone to 
come down’. (Monica)  
 
I’m trying to remember – a lady came through here and she told us I could send two 
staff up to the new [Aboriginal and Islander] school. She said, ‘You’re welcome to go 
up and have a look’. She said, ‘When you’re ready, ring me’, and her name was 
Aunty Rosemary or something and she was a lovely lady but I just never got around 
to it. (Monica)  
 
So if I just went up there [to the Aboriginal school] and fronted up there they would 
be alright wouldn’t they, if I just said we want to see and learn what they do or is 
there something different they can teach us that we broaden our kids here as well? 
(Monica) 
 
Monica’s inaction denied a potential relationship with the school that enabled a high degree 
of Indigenous control and centralised the agenda of the school and engagement on their terms 
(Davis and Shpuniarsky 2010; Harrison, Page and Finneran 2013). As the invitation came 
from a member of the school community and was focussed on connecting with educators at 
Centre B, there was potential to develop integrity and trust around sharing educational 
practices – core to Monica’s goal of having someone ‘come down and talk to staff’. Despite 
this common purpose, there would be consequences for the Indigenous educators in shifting 
engagement from a non-discriminatory Indigenous teaching space to a mainstream 
institution. Monica’s question/statement that it would be alright if she just ‘fronted up’ to the 
14 
 
school to ‘see and learn what they do’ altered the basis of the relationship to one of reactivity 
(MacNaughton and Hughes 2007). Fronting up for the purpose of accessing information and 
ideas, at Monica’s convenience, would benefit her and, potentially, children at Centre B. It 
would also position her and fellow educators as disconnected or distant observers (Nakata 
2006) and the Indigenous educators as subjects who come under gaze because they might do 
‘something different’. A reactive approach to consultation does not allow for engagement at a 
personal level and takes for granted the generosity, time and expertise of Indigenous people 
(MacNaughton and Hughes 2007; SNAICC 2010). 
Inactivity around the initial invitation may have been due to Monica’s sense of 
busyness, or fear of the school’s response to her making contact. While claims to busyness 
and fear of offending are common inhibitors to embedding practices (Lampert 2012), it is 
possible that Monica’s inaction contributed to a refusal from the school for a visit during the 
action research project: 
 
Researcher: Did anything come out of contacting the [Aboriginal and Islander] 
school? 
Monica:  No. The lady rang me back and she said they don’t really do external 
visits or anything like that. They don’t want people coming disrupting 
the rooms and everything. I said, ‘Well we’d just stand back’ and they 
just said, ‘No’. 
 
Here, Monica reiterated positionings that upheld her own interests. She saw no issue with 
accessing the Indigenous school to ‘stand back’ to observe classroom activity. Monica’s 
response or appeal to being denied access was to suggest that she and other educators would 
be non-disruptive. This became a way of giving her and fellow staff permission to occupy the 
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classroom space, even when the school’s position on external visits had been explained. 
There is suggestion in Monica’s comments that cultural and teaching practices can be 
‘absorbed’ by non-Indigenous educators by simple observation or osmosis – a form of 
colonial gazing (Dodson 1994). The desire for someone to come and speak to staff and 
standing back to observe educators in an Indigenous school also has the effect of absolving 
responsibility for embedding Indigenous perspectives in non-Indigenous early years settings. 
 
Questioning motivation  
In interactional patterns across the two participating centres, Indigenous people were often 
positioned as ‘cultural resources’. In this example, Kylie, the multicultural officer from 
Centre B, spoke about her connection with a former parent who she relied upon to access 
cultural information and resources. In this conversation, Kylie and I (as the researcher) were 
discussing existing efforts with embedding Indigenous perspectives at Centre B and why 
further initiatives had stalled. The ‘Aboriginal culture mother’ Kylie refers to is drawn in to 
help locate Indigenous contacts, information and resources. 
 
Kylie:  We’ve got puzzles and pictures and that sort of stuff. We’ve only just 
got the cultural games and we’ve got Dreamtime Stories but like I said, 
I’d like to take that a step further. I know a couple of the Dreaming 
Stories because I’ve gone to some of the cultural festivals and an Elder 
sat with me and told me a couple of the stories and I had boomerangs, 
magnetic ones on my fridge and she told me the stories of those ones 
and I find them very interesting but to get someone to come and 
expand more on that, we’re having a lot of difficulty. 
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Researcher: Okay, so one of the things we could have a look at is ways to make 
connections with local communities and the reasons for doing that. 
Like, who’s benefitting and that sort of thing. 
Kylie:  But finding Indigenous contacts is hard, getting the information’s hard 
or they say well try this person and then, like I said, my Aboriginal 
culture mother tried her areas. I tried at the multicultural festival and 
got some more places we could contact but none of them were 
available that they could get anyone out. Like I said because the 
majority of the result I got back was ‘Oh but children in that age group 
are too young to understand’. So, well, we haven’t got any further. 
 
Kylie’s attempts at consultation showed initiative to become involved in Indigenous 
community events and engage the support of an Aboriginal woman, a former parent at Centre 
B, with whom she had an established relationship. Such approaches are of value in building 
relationships between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people and organisations (Hytten 
2007; McLaughlin et al. 2012). Drawing the ‘Aboriginal culture mother’ into attempts to 
make contact is opportune, but also suggests positioning the parent as a cultural ‘broker’ or 
‘bridge’, described by Santoro and Reid (2006) as an Indigenous person called on to 
negotiate interactions between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people. It is possible and 
plausible that Kylie asked the mother to make contact with Indigenous persons on her behalf 
given their established parent-educator relationship. Kylie indicated in other conversations 




I lucked out because one of my past parents has Aboriginal heritage so I asked her for 
copies of games and stories, all the information … It’s just stuff we don’t know, stuff 
you can’t get. (Kylie) 
 
Kylie’s point that she ‘lucked out’ with access to an Aboriginal parent and by proxy ‘stuff we 
don’t know, stuff you can’t get’, highlighted difficulties for non-Indigenous educators in 
terms of a lack of content knowledge, and accessing information and resources. It also 
highlighted the sometimes acquisitive approach employed by non-Indigenous people to 
access and commodify Indigenous knowledges, stories or ideas (Harrison and Greenfield 
2011; Perey and Pike 2010). Drawing on local knowledge is ideal, although educators’ 
desires for information often overrides considerations that some Indigenous parents, visitors 
and colleagues may not feel qualified or be in a position to comment about cultural 
knowledge and its application in childcare programs (Basit and Santoro 2011; SNAICC 
2010). Kylie’s interaction showed how actual expectations of some parents stretch customary 
parent-educator relationships. It would appear the parent was in a position to provide cultural 
information about ‘games and stories’ relevant to Aboriginal cultures. She was also 
positioned as an informant and subject to duties and expectations around filling gaps in the 
knowledge and resourcing of a white teacher (Khan 2005; Santoro and Reid 2006). Cultural 
knowledge was assumed to be available, accessible and distributable to others. 
The unavailability of individuals/organisations validated inaction for Kylie, 
particularly since nothing had come from seemingly solid attempts to make contact with 
Indigenous persons for curriculum support. Kylie could claim that inaction was instigated by 
Indigenous people themselves, rather than being a result of her own actions. In stating that 
‘none of them were available’ and the ‘majority’ were sceptical about the suitability of 
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content for young children, she could negatively assign Indigenous people as responsible for 
inaction, instead of evaluating her own motivations and approach (Fredericks 2009a, 2009b). 
Kylie’s attempts at consultation (i.e., attending cultural festivals, contacting 
organisations) showed initiative. However, her motivations for accessing curriculum support 
raise questions about her desired content and boundaries for participation. Kylie’s reason for 
initiating contact was to have someone visit the centre to expand curriculum activities such as 
‘Dreaming Stories’ and ‘cultural games’. Such activities are valuable for young children and 
show respect for culture and community, but as stand-alone experiences they maintain a 
focus on fragmented cultural practices rather than whole systems of Indigenous knowledge 
(Harrison and Greenfield 2011; Townsend-Cross 2004). A focus on singular activities also 
places boundaries and limitations on how Indigenous people can represent themselves during 
visits to educational contexts. Kylie’s invitation focussed on storytelling, whereby an 
Indigenous visitor would share ‘Dreaming Stories’ and support Kylie to expand these stories 
into other curriculum areas. This invitation was somewhat conditional, meaning Kylie 
ascribed which Indigenous-related experiences were of value and suitable for children in the 
classroom space. A focus on ‘Dreaming Stories’ and ‘cultural games’ was perhaps safe for 
Kylie because Indigenous people can be ‘known’ as storytellers and artists in the conscience 
of non-Indigenous people without risk to relational positioning and understanding. Although 
unintentional, Kylie’s belief that finding Indigenous contacts and information was hard was 
based on her rigid requirements around the kind of person she was looking for. In addition, 
her reasoning for inaction did not take into account the time needed to develop relationships 
or that Indigenous individuals/organisations may be busy and have responsibilities and 





Defining boundaries for participation 
At Centre A, the educators considered inviting local Indigenous people to participate as 
members of the centre management committee. This committee was the employing body and 
responsible for decisions made about the everyday operation of the centre. Leslie, the 
director, raised the idea as a long-term goal during a conversation with a fellow educator and 
me early in the action research project. 
 
It’s an interesting issue because there is scope within our constitution to have 
[Indigenous] community people on our management committee, not just parents, but 
we haven’t used that, but there is potential around that. It’s also quite tricky because 
the management committee is involved in a lot of very detailed personal stuff around 
all sorts of things about managing the centre. But it doesn’t mean that you can’t deal 
with that. We’re reviewing the constitution at the moment so even looking at some 
potential for how you could perhaps build in some other structure which was like 
associate members or advisory members or something like that. (Leslie) 
 
On first reading, there is intention here to invite the participation of Indigenous people in 
operational procedures, in line with recommended embedding practices around access to 
decision-making. However, Leslie made a subtle differentiation between two very different 
forms of participation. The afterthought that community people could be ‘associate’ or 
‘advisory’ members positions Indigenous individuals on the periphery of the management 
structure and affords a position of ongoing control to the non-Indigenous (white, middle 
class) management group. This is reflective of contemporary forms of colonialism that reveal 
how dominant roles are still expected by whites in relation with/to Indigenous people, 
described by Harrison et al. (2013) as an ‘epistemology of control’ (p. 339). Leslie’s 
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suggestion that Indigenous people could be ‘advisory members’ raises questions about what 
they would be invited to advise on, particularly given her comment that participation is ‘quite 
tricky’ because of ‘very detailed personal stuff’ to do with the management of the centre. As 
the committee is responsible for decisions about the everyday running of the centre, associate 
or advisory membership could become tokenistic, with Indigenous members excluded from 
having direct ownership over centre matters. Such a model situates Indigenous people outside 
key institutional structures under the guise of participation. It also constructs Indigenous 
participation along racialised lines (Colbung, Glover, Rau and Ritchie 2007; Fredericks 
2009a; Kessaris 2006). 
The above data extracts are indicative of how the educators’ motivations for initiating 
contact during the action research project were mediated by intent to access, manipulate and 
‘own’ aspects of Indigeneity, despite a commitment to inclusive practices. As a result, 
Indigenous people were positioned mostly as informants (Khan 2005), targeted resources 
(Gareau 2003) and knowledge commissioners (Walter 2011) around cultural knowledge. In 
these roles, Indigenous visitors and parents were expected to ‘deploy [their] Indigeneity’ 
(Paradies 2006, p. 358) in the two childcare sites, thus servicing non-Indigenous educators by 
providing forms of cultural knowledge to support staff and curriculum development. Placing 
boundaries around Indigenous participation reinforces a relational space in which ways of 
being Indigenous and Indigenous knowledges are subject to reproductions of colonialism. In 
this sense, Indigenous parents and visitors are positioned as subjects and objects who 
‘consent’ to terms of participation managed by the white educator, in educational institutions 







The aim of this paper is to raise awareness about the impact of colonial discourses on 
consultation processes so that educators can work toward a new level of understanding and 
maturity in their work. In the interests of highlighting ways forward as well as cautions, the 
research did provide lessons about what can be effective in building generative connections 
with Indigenous people and organisations.  
 Two key lessons learned were (i) the importance of whole-centre visibility in the local 
community to demonstrate commitment and to build trust, and (ii) the importance of time and 
resources for critical reflection and self-analysis. One strategy for building visibility was to 
advertise local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander events (e.g., National Sorry Day events 
and the Coming of the Light Festival) in the centre newsletter. Some members of staff then 
participated in these events to listen, learn, and, in some cases, unlearn assumptions they held 
about the local Indigenous community. This was an integrated process of participation and 
critical reflection that was both enlightening and highly challenging. It involved self-analysis 
of one’s existing knowledge base, assumptions and biases through ongoing collaborative 
reflection, the use of individual reflective diaries, and engagement with literature and theories 
used as resources to support critical reflection processes.  
 Self-analysis proved to be the hardest work undertaken by the participants in the study 
because of the requirement to disrupt commonsense understandings (see Miller 2013). A 
commitment to reflective processes, however challenging, did raise awareness about how 
existing approaches to consultation were primarily reactive, and framed around a ‘needs’ 
basis that upheld positioning Indigenous people as informants and resourcers of cultural 
knowledge (as seen in Kylie’s initial intention for attending the cultural festival). This raised 
awareness about the need for extended time frames to build relationships, and to consider 




It is the responsibility of non-Indigenous early years settings to initiate consultation with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to support embedding Indigenous perspectives. 
The capacity to identify and respond to imbalanced relations in consultation processes 
requires educators to far exceed current policy directives and standards. For this reason, it is 
critical for the Australian early childhood field to set directives and benchmarks around 
consultation and partnerships that provide educators with knowledge and tools to critically 
evaluate the approach they employ. Alongside external support, non-Indigenous educators 
can question how they demonstrate preparedness – listening, learning, unlearning and self-
analysis – through critical reflection processes and theory to support reciprocity in 
interactional patterns. A general lack of understanding in non-Indigenous circles about how 
Indigenous people are positioned in different approaches to consultation impacts the potential 
for developing reciprocal and sustained partnerships with Indigenous people and 
organisations. This is concerning for embedding practices, as well as the broader commitment 
from the Australian early childhood field to value the histories and cultures of Aboriginal and 
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i The term ‘Indigenous’ is used at times in this paper as an encompassing term for both Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. I recognise the great diversity that exists within and across Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander groups and the multitude of ways Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and groups choose 
to name themselves in local and national contexts. The use of ‘Indigenous’ is accepted in most of the literature 
in Australia. 
 
 
 
 
